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POSTCLASSIC CERAMICS FROM LA LAGUNA, TLAXCALA, MEXICO 
LAURA HEATH 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
This thesis presents an analysis of the Epiclassic and Postclassic period ceramic 
assemblages from the site of La Laguna, Tlaxcala, Mexico.  Almost all of the sherds 
come from Feature 185, a sheet midden context deposited in c. 1200 CE.  During this 
period, central Mexico was not dominated by a single polity, but the many smaller 
altepemeh (central Mexican city-states) were tied together economically and culturally.  
This interconnected system has been described as the Postclassic International World 
System by Smith and Berdan (2000; 2003).  Although La Laguna was a small rural 
settlement on the periphery of this society, the wares and iconography present in the 
ceramic assemblage show that its inhabitants were involved with the regional economic 
and intellectual interactions of the time.  I present the assemblage in terms of ware, vessel 
form, and iconography, and suggest avenues for future research on Postclassic ceramics 
in Tlaxcala. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 
Ceramics have long been the bread and butter of archaeology.  They can be used 
to explore many aspects of ancient societies: their paste and distribution of types can tell 
us about trade and exchange; their forms can tell us about foodways; and their style and 
iconography can tell us about identities and ideologies. 
In this thesis, I examine an assemblage of Postclassic-period pottery from the site 
of La Laguna in Tlaxcala, Mexico.  During the relevant period, La Laguna was a tiny 
settlement on the periphery of the dominant urban political capitals of the time.  The 
dispersed households of La Laguna likely represent a rural fringe of Tecoac, a small 
altepetl located at the northern edge of Tlaxcala (Carballo and Pluckhahn 2007:625).  
Those who used the ceramics in this study lived far from the centers of power.  Who were 
they?  What were their lives like?  How did they interact with neighboring regions? 
Given La Laguna’s location at the fringes of Postclassic Central Mexican society, 
the assemblage is surprisingly rich, including serving vessels such as polychrome plates 
and bowls and a maguey-shaped pulque pitcher.  Although this community was marginal, 
its pottery shows that Postclassic La Laguna was engaged in cultural and economic 
exchange with other parts of Tlaxcala, and took part in feasting and crafting activities 
common throughout central Mexico. 
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The Epiclassic and Postclassic Mesoamerican Worlds 
During the Classic period, Central Mexico was dominated by Teotihuacan.  
Teotihuacan effectively managed trade networks that stretched throughout Mesoamerica.  
Its collapse during the 7th century CE resulted in the significant restructuring of trade 
routes in the area, but exchange did continue.  During the Epiclassic period (7th-10th 
centuries CE) and the early Postclassic period (c. 950-1150 CE), the various areas of 
Mesoamerica continued to maintain economic and intellectual communication.  It is clear 
that goods travelled throughout the region, and ideas seem to have travelled as well 
(Smith and Berdan 2003:4). 
Although Teotihuacan had collapsed, other important sites of the Classic period 
survived into the Epiclassic.  Cholula  and Cantona continued to be economic and 
religious centers, and the Olmeca-Xicallanca site of Cacaxtla, adjacent to Xochitecatl, 
became powerful in the Epiclassic period (Plunket and Uruñuela 2005).  La Laguna 
would have been economically and culturally peripheral to these large centers of 
Epiclassic period central Mexico. 
The Mixteca-Puebla style of pottery, which appeared during the Epiclassic period, 
is one manifestation of this information network (Smith 2003).  This style, also called the 
Postclassic International Symbol Set, consists of a set of symbols used to decorate pottery 
made, used, and found throughout Mesoamerica.  Ceramics with this type of iconography 
were made at the famous pottery production center of Cholula as well as other sites 
throughout Mesoamerica.  The Postclassic-period polychrome pottery found at La 
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Laguna is decorated with many of the symbols in this widely-shared iconographic 
vocabulary. 
The origins and nature of these symbols have been widely debated.  The term 
“Mixteca-Puebla” was first coined in the 1930s, and its meaning was clarified and 
debated repeatedly over the course of the twentieth century (Nicholson 1960; Smith and 
Heath-Smith 1980; Nicholson and Quiñones Keber 1994).  Although the term is clearly 
problematic (Castillo Tejero 1996), it continues to be used in publications discussing the 
shared symbolic vocabulary of Postclassic Mesoamerica. 
Smith and Berdan (2000; 2003) have argued that the phenomena of the 
Postclassic constitute a world system.  Their edited volume The Postclassic 
Mesoamerican World (2003) brings together the work of a variety of scholars working in 
different sub-regions of Mesoamerica in order to find connections.  They argue that the 
Postclassic was a time in which many small polities flourished, connected by long-
distance trade routes within a highly commercialized economy.  Although there were 
various regional sub-styles of pottery and other goods, a shared symbolism, which Smith 
and Berdan call the Postclassic International Symbol Set, were used and understood 
throughout the region.  It was during this period of simultaneous political decentralization 
and large-scale economic interaction that the assemblage of Postclassic pottery found at 
La Laguna was made, distributed, used, and deposited. 
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Pottery in Postclassic Tlaxcala 
Various Mexican scholars have written about the pottery of Postclassic Tlaxcala.  
A recent typological synthesis was published by Castillo Tejero in La producción 
alfarera en el México antiguo volume V (Castillo Tejero 2007).  There are three main 
complexes of pottery produced in Tlaxcala: the Texcalac, Tlaxcala, and Tlaxco.  
Texcalac and Tlaxcala refer to sequential phases within the southern Tlaxcala regional 
chronology, and Tlaxco refers to a culturally distinct sphere in northern Tlaxcala, which 
was contemporaneous to the Texcalac and Tlaxcala phases but has not yet been 
subdivided. 
Tlaxcala’s Texcalac phase (650-1100 CE) spanned the Epiclassic and early 
Postclassic periods, and was characterized by fortified hilltop settlements with small 
ceremonial buildings, intensive agriculture, and intensive exchange of pottery with 
neighboring areas.  Sixteenth century texts record that invasions of Teochichimecas or 
Tolteca-Chichimecas occurred at the end of this phase (García Cook 1996:312–315).  
This was a period of political development and the consolidation of many small 
altepemeh, all in communication with each other (García Cook and Merino Carrión 
1996a).  This situation, in which economic and social ties connected many small polities, 
was typical of the Epiclassic and early Postclassic periods throughout central Mexico.  
During the Texcalac phase, people in Tlaxcala used Cholula polychromes as well as local 
Texcalac wares, including Texcalac dark brown, orange, and black and red on orange. 
The Tlaxcala phase (1100-1520 CE) corresponds to the late Postclassic period.  It 
was during the final two centuries of this period that the Aztec Triple Alliance formed 
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and expanded its empire, with the Tlaxcaltecas fiercely resisting Aztec colonialism.  
Colonial documents usually characterize the political organization of this period as 
consisting of several señoríos (“kingdoms”), including the four most influential during 
early New Spain: Tepeticpac, Ocotelulco, Tizatlan, and Quiahuiztlan.  These altepemeh 
and others less commonly referenced in colonial documents had begun forming during 
the Texcalac period, and were fully established by the beginning of the Tlaxcala period 
(García Cook and Merino Carrión 1996a).  Fargher et al. (2010; 2011; 2011) have 
criticized this traditional understanding of the political structure of Tlaxcala, arguing that 
it was a confederation with a highly collective political structure.  They have gone so far 
as to name Tlaxcallan as an “ancient republic” (Fargher, Blanton, et al. 2011).  Tlaxcala 
wares include Tlaxcala grayish black, dark brown polished, red polished, and red and 
black on orange. 
In northern Tlaxcala, the Tlaxco ceramic complex was most common.  This 
complex was described by Merino Carrión in La cultura Tlaxco (1989).  Tlaxco wares 
are characterized by their slip, which is white with a pink cast (Merino Carrión 
1989:102).  The Tlaxco complex has been associated with culturally Otomí communities 
in northern Tlaxcala known from historical sources (García Cook and Merino Carrión 
1996b:207).  Although culturally different from the Nahua-dominated Texcalac and 
Tlaxcala cultures to the south, the people in the Tlaxco area were in economic and 
cultural communication with their southern neighbors.  The areas at the eastern and 
western extremes of the Tlaxco cultural sphere have been identified as separate 
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Figure 1: Regional Map 6 
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Figure 2: Regional Map showing Tecoac Altepetl (García Cook and Merino Carrión 1996a:fig. 4)
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altepemeh1, Atlangatepec and Tecoac, respectively.  In both of these areas, the 
Postclassic material culture shows both Tlaxco and Tlaxcala traits.  Atlangatepec has 
been characterized as Tlaxcala-Tlaxco in culture and Tecoac as Tlaxco-Tlaxcala because 
of their different combinations of cultural influences (García Cook and Merino Carrión 
1996a). 
 
La Laguna 
La Laguna is an archaeological site in northern Tlaxcala.  It was first excavated 
by the UCLA Formative Apizaco Project under the direction of Richard Lesure in 2003, 
and since 2005 has been the subject of five seasons of excavation by the Proyecto 
Arqueológico La Laguna (PALL), directed by David Carballo (2007; 2012). 
During the late and terminal Formative periods, La Laguna was the largest center 
in the region.  The original Formative period occupation dates to c. 600 BCE and lasts 
until La Laguna’s abandonment in c. 150 CE, with a hiatus or significant contraction of 
population in the middle of these occupations (Carballo 2012:334).  Recent publications 
on Formative-period La Laguna have focused on ritual and urbanization (Carballo 2007; 
2012; Carballo et al. 2011), the site’s role in regional economies (Carballo and Pluckhahn 
2007), and households (Carballo 2009). 
Although La Laguna was primarily inhabited during the Formative period, one 
structure in the site center included a feature dated to the Postclassic period on the basis 
                                                1"Altepemeh"(sing."altepetl)"were"a"Central"Mexican"style"of"small"polity"consisting"of"groups"of"calpultin"[sing."calpulli]-or"kin=groups"with"rotating"tribute"duties,"united"under"a"tlatoani-[pl."tlatoque],"or"leader."
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of its stratigraphy and pottery.  This midden context, designated Feature 185, contained 
most of the pottery in the assemblage presented in this thesis (See figures 3 and 4).  
Feature 185 consists of a sheet midden, a single stratum of trash dump containing 
Postclassic period ceramics.  Almost all of the ceramic assemblage examined in this 
thesis came from Feature 185. 
During the Postclassic period, La Laguna fell within the area dominated by the 
Tlaxco cultural sphere (see figures 1 and 2).  Its Postclassic ceramic assemblage, 
however, does not show only Tlaxco connections.  Rather, the ceramics of La Laguna 
show that the people who lived there were engaged in communication and trade with 
people in various parts of the present-day state of Tlaxcala, and were part of the religious 
and symbolic discourses that defined the Postclassic Mesoamerican world system.  In 
fact, Tlaxco ceramics may have been relatively rare within the community. 
 
There are a variety of ways to classify ceramics; each answers different questions.  
In the following chapters, I will present the Postclassic assemblage from La Laguna as 
seen through a variety of lenses.  First, I will present the types found, in order to 
understand chronology and possible ethnic identity of the Postclassic occupation of La 
Laguna.  Next, I will discuss the forms found as a way to understand how the ceramics 
were used.  Third, I will examine stylistic and iconographic issues, focusing on the 
polychrome wares in the assemblage, in order to address ideological concerns.  Finally, I 
will present several ceramic artifacts that were not used for food production and serving, 
including spindle-whorls, stamps, figurines, and a censer. 
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Figure 3: Site Map 
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Figure 4: Excavation Photos of Feature 185  
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Chapter 2: Wares 
 
There is no one commonly accepted typology for Postclassic period ceramics in 
Tlaxcala that would include all of the ceramics in this assemblage.  The existing typology 
is focused on painted wares, with an emphasis on serving vessels rather than utilitarian 
wares without decoration.  I have used the existing typology for decorated wares when 
applicable, and argue that this typological system should be expanded to include plain 
wares that would have been used for cooking and food storage. 
 
Decorated Wares 
Castillo Tejero (2007) synthesizes research from various parts of the Puebla-
Tlaxcala Valley to create a typology for painted pots.  Her section on ceramics from the 
modern state of Tlaxcala is based largely on works by García Cook and Merino Carrión.  
This typology organizes ceramics into “tipos,” or wares, based on paste, surface 
treatment, and sets of vessel forms.2  These wares are grouped into three complexes based 
on date and subregion of Tlaxcala: Texcalac, Tlaxcala, and Tlaxco.  Texcalac and 
Tlaxcala are two sequential phases within the chronology of southern Tlaxcala.  Tlaxco 
refers to a distinct cultural sphere present in northern Tlaxcala over a long period 
contemporaneous with both the Texcalac and Tlaxcala phases in southern Tlaxcala, and 
has been primarily studied by Merino Carrión (1989).  
                                                2"The"way"Castillo"Tejero"uses"the"word"“tipo”"is"equivalent"to"the"way"many"English=speaking"scholars"use"the"word"“ware.”""I"use"the"word"“ware”"in"order"to"conform"to"scholarly"norms"in"the"United"States."
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Texcalac Complex 
Many of the decorated sherds at La Laguna belonged to wares from the Texcalac 
complex, common in Tlaxcala between 650 and 1100 CE.  Texcalac naranja (orange) and 
Texcalac negro y rojo sobre naranja (black and red on orange) are distinguished by their 
fine orange paste with sand temper, and their surface treatment.  Both are finished with a 
bright orange slip over a layer of white slip.  As the sherd is weathered and eroded, bits of 
the white slip layer become visible.  Texcalac naranja is plain orange, while Texcalac 
negro y rojo sobre naranja has black and red painted designs on the orange slip.  Texcalac 
café oscuro (dark brown) has a find brown paste and dark brown slip with a “crackled” 
texture (Castillo Tejero 2007:118). 
At La Laguna, Texcalac wares were present in various forms.  The decorated 
Texcalac negro y rojo sobre naranja ware came in the form of plates and bowls, and the 
undecorated naranja and café oscuro wares came in utilitarian wares such as ollas and the 
single tecomate as well as plates and bowls. 
 
Tlaxcala Complex 
Several types from the Tlaxcala complex, common in southern Tlaxcala during 
the period of c. 1100-1520 CE, were also present at La Laguna, although in smaller 
numbers than the Texcalac types.  Tlaxcala negro grisáceo (grayish black) is 
distinguished by its grayish-black tones in both paste and slip.  Tlaxcala rojo pulido (red 
polished), usually in the form of ollas, is a highly polished red-slipped ware with a 
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Table 1: Postclassic Ceramics by Ware 
 
 Structure 14M-1 Feature 185 Grand Total 
DECORATED WARES    
Texcalac Complex  171 171 
Texcalac café oscuro  60 60 
Texcalac Naranja  7 7 
Texcalac negro y rojo sobre naranja  104 104 
Tlaxcala Complex  43 43 
Tlaxcala naranja exterior, rojo interior  5 5 
Tlaxcala negro grisáceo  35 35 
Tlaxcala rojo pulido  3 3 
Tlaxco Complex 1  1 
Tlaxco bicromo 1  1 
Calpulalpan Complex  6 6 
Calpulalpan octecomatl  6 6 
UNDECORATED WARES    
Momoxpan 1 183 184 
Aztec Comales  84 84 
Variant D  10 10 
Variant F  9 9 
Unidentified body sherd  65 65 
Newly Named Wares  8 8 
Thick Green Slipped  1 1 
Scraped  7 7 
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slightly rougher paste than Texcalac naranja.  Tlaxcala naranja exterior, rojo interior 
(orange exterior, red interior) uses more red paint than the Texcalac types, particularly on 
the interiors of the vessels, and its paste is relatively porous (Castillo Tejero 2007:119–
121). 
At La Laguna, the Tlaxcala negro grisáceo and Tlaxcala rojo pulido sherds were 
all from ollas.  The naranja exterior, rojo interior sherds were from bowls and plates for 
food service. 
 
Tlaxco Complex 
The Tlaxco ceramic complex was common in northern Tlaxcala, particularly in 
Otomí settlements, during the same period that comprised the Texcalac and Tlaxcala 
phases to the south (Castillo Tejero 2007:122; Merino Carrión 1989).  At La Laguna, 
only one example of Tlaxco ware was found, a semi-complete Tlaxco bichrome bowl.  
Tlaxco wares are recognizable for their fine paste and white slip with reddish tones.  The 
bowl in question is white-slipped with a red band around the rim.  Given La Laguna’s 
location in northern Tlaxcala, it is surprising that only one Tlaxco vessel was found there, 
and that it was found in a separate context from the majority of the ceramics.  The single 
sherd was from the earlier, Epiclassic context in structure 14M-1, near feature 149, rather 
than in Feature 185: the main assemblage did not contain any Tlaxco pottery (see figure 
3). 
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Calpulalpan Octecomatl 
One vessel in the La Laguna assemblage is from a ware found in Calpulalpan, in 
northeastern Tlaxcala.  The Calpulalpan octecoma are made of unslipped brown or 
orange clay, and are made in the form of jars that imitate the shape of maguey plants 
(Castillo Tejero 2007:125). 
 
Incised 
Three of the pieces in the La Laguna assemblage are small bowls in a polished 
black ware with incised black geometric designs.  A similar type is found at Cholula 
(Castillo Tejero 2007:128) and Tepexi Viejo, Puebla (Castillo Tejero 2007:146).  Such 
pottery may have been widespread in the Puebla-Tlaxcala region. 
 
Undecorated Wares 
Other pieces from the La Laguna assemblage did not fit so neatly into the 
typology outlined by Castillo Tejero (2007).  One such ware, Momoxpan, is part of other 
typologies (see below).  Some comales were similar to Comal Variants D and F in a 
typology created in the Basin of Mexico (Hodge 2008:437–439).  Others, however, did 
not fit into published typological systems.  I have named these ceramics “scraped ware” 
and “thick green-slipped ware.” 
Many of the comales in the assemblage were not Momoxpan ware.  The only 
typology I have found for comales in Tlaxcala is based on form more than paste or 
surface treatment (Trejo Alvarado and Ruiz Aguilar 1996).  Trejo and Ruiz Aguilar focus 
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on the angle of the rim, and trace changes in rim angle over time in Tlaxcala, without 
attention to paste and surface treatment.  Although the trends they identify are important 
for understanding changes over long periods of time, their typology is not particularly 
useful for the La Laguna assemblage, which is the result of a single episode of 
deposition.  Their focus on vessel form is also limiting, especially since they do not 
address functional differences among the rim types they outline. 
The lack of a unified typology for utilitarian vessels in Tlaxcala makes this type 
of research difficult.  A larger work pulling together these wares from adjacent regions 
and comparing their distribution within Tlaxcala would address this gap. 
 
Momoxpan 
The most common ware in the La Laguna Postclassic assemblage is Momoxpan, 
sometimes called Momoxpan metallic orange.  This ware is not mentioned in Castillo 
Tejero’s typology because of its lack of decoration, but is present at Cholula (McCafferty 
1996) and in southern Tlaxcala (López Corral, personal communication, June 2012).  
This orange slipped and polished ware has a metallic quality to it, and when two sherds 
are struck against each other, they produce a ringing sound.  At Cholula, this type first 
appeared around 600 CE and continued to be used until the time of the Conquest 
(McCafferty 1996:fig. 17).  At La Laguna, Momoxpan ware came primarily in the form 
of bowls and comales, with some plates and ollas and the large flat-bottomed pot from 
Feature 149 as well. 
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Aztec Comales – Variants D and F 
Hodge (2008:Appendix A) establishes a typology for Aztec period comales at 
Chalco based on paste, rim shape, and thickness.  Two of her categories, Variants D and 
F, are very similar to some of the non-Momoxpan comales at La Laguna.  Both of these 
variants are burnished. 
 
Variant D: Thin Flat Comal 
 Variant D comales are defined by their thickened, slightly raised rims; their thin 
bodies (less than 8.5cm thick); and their yellowish red paste.  At Chalco, they were found 
in strata dated throughout the early and late Aztec Periods (Hodge 2008:437).  There 
were 10 Variant D comal rim sherds in the La Laguna assemblage. 
 
Variant F: Thin Low Comal 
This variant has a much more sharply curved rim, often with a ridge or ring 
around the bottom, separating the rim from the base.  These comales are of a similar 
thickness to Variant D, but have a browner paste.  At Chalco, these comales were found 
in late Aztec strata (Hodge 2008:439).  There were 9 Variant F comal rim sherds in the 
La Laguna assemblage.  This seems odd, since the assemblage seems to date to earlier 
than the late Aztec period: perhaps this type of comal was used in the Tlaxcala area 
before it spread to the Basin, or to Chalco in particular. 
 
19 
 
Scraped Ware 
The comales I have named “scraped ware” are thicker than slipped or Momoxpan 
comales, with a rougher paste.  Rather than being burnished like the Momoxpan and 
Variants D and F comales, their surfaces are scraped smooth.  There were five scraped 
ware comal sherds, one scraped ware olla sherd, and one unidentified sherd.  The paste 
colors varied slightly, but all were orangey-brown, and the rim angles of the comales 
varied, suggesting decentralized production. 
 
Thick Green-Slipped Ware 
One single sherd, the neck of an olla, clearly did not belong to any of the types 
described above.  The surface treatment was the primary differentiating factor: the sherd 
was covered with a green slip and highly burnished.  I have been unable to find mention 
of green slipped wares in publications on Postclassic ceramics, and suspect that this piece 
could be intrusive from a later period. 
 
Context and Chronology 
As previously mentioned, almost all of the pottery in this assemblage is from 
Feature 185.  The only exceptions are the flat-bottomed Momoxpan pot, the Tlaxco red 
on white bowl, the stamps, and the figurine.  Feature 185 seems to be a trash deposit from 
a single occupation of the site.  The feature is from a single, uniform stratum, and the 
sherds are very concentrated.  Many of the sherds are quite large, suggesting little or no 
redeposition.  Feature 185 is likely the result of a single deposition occurrence or 
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continuous occupation.  Since it contains both Texcalac and Tlaxcala types, it seems 
likely that this occupation and deposition occurred during the mid-Postclassic, during the 
transition between these phases, around 1100 CE. 
The flat-bottomed pot and the Tlaxco red on white bowl are both from 
stratigraphic layers on top of Structure 14M-1.  This was a Formative period structure, 
but contained a later intrusive inhumation, Burial 7 (feature 149).  The flat-bottomed pot 
was broken atop the burial, and given its similarity to a pot in an Epiclassic burial at 
Xochitecatl, it seems that the burial was from the Epiclassic period.  This shows 
occupation much earlier than the Texcalac-Tlaxcala transitional occupation.  The Tlaxco 
bowl was also found within the overburden covering this structure and therefore may also 
be Epiclassic in date. 
 
Discussion of Wares 
As mentioned previously, it is possible that important pieces of the Postclassic 
archaeological record at La Laguna are missing from this assemblage based on sampling 
bias and the very rural nature of late occupation at the site.  There are some trends visible 
in this data, however.  The predominance of Texcalac wares, along with the presence of 
Tlaxcala wares, places the Postclassic occupation of La Laguna in the mid-Postclassic 
period, during the transition between the two phases.  The presence of Tlaxcala wares 
places the terminus post quem around 1200 CE.  The unexpected lack of Tlaxco wares, 
other than one single bowl from a separate context than the midden feature, implies that 
the residents of La Laguna were in closer economic contact with the Tlaxcaltecas to the 
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south than with the Tlaxco Otomíes.  Yet the presence of the octecomatl from the 
Calpulalpan area shows that La Laguna was in contact with peoples in other parts of 
northern Tlaxcala. 
There is less to be learned from undecorated wares, particularly since so little 
work has been done on utilitarian wares in the region.  I have proposed two new ware 
types, slipped comales and scraped wares (both ollas and comales).  Both show enough 
variation, particularly in the types of rims of comales, to suggest decentralized 
production.  These may have been made locally for household use.  Petrographic or other 
sourcing research would elucidate the character and origin of these wares, and would help 
with the creation and development of a typology for undecorated domestic wares, which 
is currently lacking for Postclassic Tlaxcala. 
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Figure 5: La Laguna and the sites of the Tlaxco Survey 22 
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Chapter 3: Vessel Forms 
 
In this chapter, I will discuss the assemblage based on form in order to understand 
the functions of various vessels. 
 
Utilitarian Vessels 
Comales 
About two thirds of the utilitarian sherds were from comales.  These utilitarian 
griddles were primarily used for cooking tortillas, although they could also be used to 
toast other foods.  They are round and fairly flat, with smoothed or burnished tops and 
intentionally rough and porous bottoms.  The comales in this assemblage ranged in 
diameter from 20-45 cm.  Their edges generally slope up slightly, with thickened or 
beveled rims (See Figure 6).  
 
Tecomate 
One rim sherd appears to be from a tecomate, or neckless globular jar.  Tecomates 
are ceramic vessels with shapes based on the gourds that preceded pottery as food 
containers.  This tecomate might have been used for storage or cooking (see figure 7). 
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Table 2: Postclassic Ceramics by Form 
 
 
Feature 149 Feature 185 Other Contexts Total 
Forms Count  Percent Count Percent Count  Percent Count Percent 
utilitarian 1 100.0% 340 66.3% 
 
0.0% 341 65.6% 
comal 
 
0.0% 224 43.7% 
 
0.0% 224 43.1% 
large pot 1 100.0% 
 
0.0% 
 
0.0% 1 0.2% 
molcajete 
 
0.0% 2 0.4% 
 
0.0% 2 0.4% 
olla 
 
0.0% 113 22.0% 
 
0.0% 113 21.7% 
tecomate 
 
0.0% 1 0.2% 
 
0.0% 1 0.2% 
serving 
 
0.0% 158 30.8% 1 16.7% 159 30.6% 
bowl 
 
0.0% 91 17.7% 1 16.7% 92 17.7% 
octecomatl 
 
0.0% 6 1.2% 
 
0.0% 6 1.2% 
plate 
 
0.0% 54 10.5% 
 
0.0% 54 10.4% 
plate with feet 
 
0.0% 7 1.4% 
 
0.0% 7 1.3% 
ritual 
 
0.0% 12 2.3% 1 16.7% 13 2.5% 
figurine 
 
0.0% 1 0.2% 1 16.7% 2 0.4% 
incised censer 
 
0.0% 11 2.1% 
 
0.0% 11 2.1% 
non-food tools 
 
0.0% 3 0.6% 4 66.7% 7 1.3% 
spindlewhorl 
 
0.0% 3 0.6% 
 
0.0% 3 0.6% 
stamp 
 
0.0% 
 
0.0% 4 66.7% 4 0.8% 
Grand Total 1 
 
513 
 
6 
 
520 
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Figure 6: Comales 
 
 
Figure 7: Tecomate 
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Figure 8: Ollas 
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Ollas 
The second most common utilitarian form in this assemblage was ollas, which 
comprised approximately one-third of the utilitarian assemblage.  Ollas are large jars with 
narrow necks, used for the storage of liquids and solids and for cooking activities such as 
boiling and stewing.  The ollas from Postclassic La Laguna had lips that curved out above 
the neck, and often had an extra band of clay at or just above the narrowest point in the 
neck.  A few olla sherds included handles at the wide point of the body (See figure 8). 
 
Molcajetes 
Two sherds in the assemblage were from molcajetes, a vessel used for grinding 
the chiles, spices, and vegetables commonly used in Mexican salsas (the name means 
“sauce dish” in Nahuatl).  These small bowls with feet are distinguished by their patterns 
of incised parallel lines on the interior sides.  These incisions provide a rough texture 
against which to grind foodstuffs (see Figure 9).  
 
Large Pot 
Finally, the assemblage included a nearly complete large pot, found broken in a 
burial context, Feature 149.  It had a flat bottom, and fairly straight and vertical walls.  It 
was approximately 22cm tall and 28cm in diameter at the rim.  About 5cm below the rim 
were two horizontal handles about four centimeters wide, one on each side of the pot.  
The paste of the pot was similar to other Postclassic wares, such as Momoxpan orange.  
A pot with a similar shape was found covering the human remains in an Epiclassic burial  
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Figure 9: Molcajetes (Sherds 171, 228) 
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Figure 10: Large Pot (Sherd 526, 1:2 scale) 
 
at Xochitecatl (Serra Puche et al. 2004:fig. 6).  The La Laguna example differs from 
Xochitecatl pot in some important ways, however: its walls are vertical rather than 
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conical, its handles are horizontal rather than vertical, and its surfaces are slipped rather 
than plain (See figure 10). 
 
Serving Vessels 
Bowls 
The most common serving vessels were bowls.  These came in a variety of sizes, 
ranging from 9-22cm in rim diameter.  The smallest of these vessels may have been used 
as cups for drinking rather than as bowls for eating, but there is not a clear size division 
between small and large vessels.  These bowls were generally hemispherical with slightly 
flattened bases, although some were flat-bottomed with straight sides and a sharper angle 
between bottom and wall (see Figure 11). 
 
Plates 
Plates, like bowls, are vessels for serving food.  They are generally wider and 
shallower, with higher diameter to height ratios.  Many of these plates have flaring rims, 
and the polychrome vessels are much more elaborately decorated on the inside than the 
outside.  In the La Laguna assemblage, the diameters of rim sherds ranged from 15-32 
cm.  Some plates had feet that were long and conical in shape (see Figure 12). 
 
Octecomatl 
Finally, the assemblage included the sherds of an octecomatl, a vessel used for 
serving pulque (or octli in Nahuatl).  The form itself is meant to mimic the maguey 
31 
 
(Agave spp.)  from which pulque is made, with appliquéd points representing the spiny 
plant.  This type of vessel is common at the site of Sultepec, near Calpulalpan, in the far 
northwest corner of modern Tlaxcala (Castillo Tejero 2007:125) (see figure 13).
 
Figure 11: Bowls (Sherd 14, 78, 82, 231) 
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Figure 12: Plates: Sherds 20, 76, 77, 230, 338 
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Figure 13: Octecomatl (Sherd 516) 
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Figure 14: Octecoma from Calpulalpan (Castillo Tejero 2007:fig. 10) 
 
Discussion of Forms 
The La Laguna assemblage includes a variety of forms, including various types of 
food production and serving vessels.  This assemblage is not missing any essential forms.  
Since almost all of the pottery is from Feature 185, it is possible that the ceramics 
presented here are not a representative household sample, but the variety of vessel forms 
present does not indicate any particular lacunae.  This assemblage contained the 
necessities for everyday culinary production and eating, and also fine bowls, plates, and 
octecomatl for feasting purposes. 
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The high number of comales as compared to other utilitarian vessels is not 
surprising.  In an ethnographic study of pottery use in a village in Veracruz, Arnold 
(1988) found that comales were both the most commonly used cooking vessels and the 
vessels with the shortest use-life because they were easily broken.  It is logical, therefore, 
that so much of the La Laguna assemblage is made up of comal sherds. 
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Chapter 4: Iconography 
 
Surprisingly, this small, rural assemblage contains quite a number of finely 
painted polychrome sherds.  The iconography of these sherds can give us a window into 
some aspects of ideology of those who made and used these vessels as well as their 
connections to broader stylistic networks.  In this particular assemblage, many of the 
symbols seem to be related to weather and fertility, forces that concerned all people 
because of their effects on farming and food supplies. 
 
Rain and Water Motifs 
One sherd in the collection is painted with a clear S-shaped symbol (see figure 
16), and other sherds have partial spirals that could be part of a similar motif.  The S 
shape is known as a xonecuilli in Nahuatl (Hernández Sánchez 2005:65).  These may be 
associated with clouds or rain, since many representations of clouds from various periods 
and regions of Mesoamerica depict clouds as having an S-shaped form (Contel 2009:fig. 
10).  Representations of Tlaloc, the Central Mexican rain god, often incorporate S shapes 
as the deity’s ears and mouth (Carballo 2012).  This particular sherd is an orange 
Texcalac bowl with a band of design around the exterior that includes the S motif in red, 
bounded by red horizontal lines.  
Three Texcalac bowls display the types of motif that Hernández Sánchez 
identifies as “liquid volutes” on their exteriors (see Figure 15).  These are defined by 
multiple square or rounded spirals together, interspersed with serrated or stepped lines,  
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Figure 15: Liquid Volutes (Sherds 231, 262, 320) 
 
usually painted in red or black.  Hernández Sánchez draws connections between this 
design on Postclassic polychrome vessels and the depictions of flowing water in the 
Codex Borgia (Hernández Sánchez 2005:80).  All three vessels are Texcalac orange 
bowls with bands around the exterior featuring these volutes painted in black, surrounded 
by red bands.  All three also feature plain red bands on their interiors. 
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Figure 16: S-shaped symbol/xonecuilli (Sherd 325) 
 
Solar Motif 
Another sherd in the collection is painted with a symbol representing sun rays 
(see Figure 17).  This symbol consists of a sharply pointed triangle or acute angle 
pointing up.  It is generally painted in red, and is defined based on the similar depictions 
of sun rays in the Codex Borgia (Hernández Sánchez 2005:79; Lind 1994:fig. 23). 
 
Smoke Motif 
Sherd 268 is decorated with a design similar to that identified as stylized smoke 
volutes by Hernández Sánchez (Hernández Sánchez 2005:65) (See Figure 18).  
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Figure 17: Sun Symbol, top left (Sherd 227) 
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Figure 18: Stylized Smoke Volutes (Sherd 268) 
 
 
Figure 19: T Forms (Sherds 338 and 246) 
 
Wind Motif 
The T-shaped symbols present on some sherds are similar to the Maya ik symbol, 
which signifies wind and refers to the second day in the Maya twenty-day calendar (see 
Figure 19).  Taube (2004:73) has connected the ik to divinity in Classic Maya religion 
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and iconography, because deities were believed to have subsisted on breath and aromas, 
whether of copal, food, or blood. 
 
Snake Motif 
Stepped lines, whether as part of grecas or on their own, have been interpreted as 
snakes, or as the path of snakes across the landscape.  Snakes were associated with life, 
fertility, and abundance (Hernández Téllez 2009:165) (See Figure 20).   
 
Figure 20: Snake Motif of stepped lines (Sherds 245, 249) 
 
Other Motifs 
Not all motifs have such clear symbolic meanings, and many are simple 
geometric designs.  Nevertheless, it is worth mentioning that spirals, sets of two parallel 
vertical lines, and simple stripes proliferated on the Postclassic Texcalac and Tlaxcala 
polychromes (See Figures 21-24). 
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Figure 21: Spirals (Sherds 77 and 232) 
 
 
Figure 22: Sets of 2 Vertical Parallel Lines (Sherds 321, 322) 
 
Sherd 77
Sherd 232
SPIRALS
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Figure 23: Stripes: Sherds 82 and 226 
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Figure 24: Unidentified Designs (Sherds 319, 328, 326) 
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Chapter 5: Non-Pottery Ceramic Artifacts 
 
Not all of the Postclassic ceramic artifacts found at La Laguna were used for food 
preparation or serving.  The non-pottery ceramic artifacts fall into two categories: 
crafting tools and ritual objects.  The crafting tools in this assemblage consist of three 
spindle-whorls and four stamps.  The ritual objects consist of eleven sherds of a censer 
and two partial figurines. 
 
Spindle-whorls 
The assemblage included three spindle-whorls, one of which is nearly complete 
and the other two of which are broken.  Spindle-whorls are round ceramic weights with a 
hole in the middle, through which a wooden spindle would be placed.  Women used these 
tools to spin maguey and cotton fibers into thread for weaving and sewing.  All three 
whorls from La Laguna are several centimeters in diameter, making them appropriate for 
use with maguey fiber, rather than cotton (Parsons 1975:fig. 2).  All three conform to 
Parsons’ Type I: they are hemispherical, black, and polished with stamped designs 
(Parsons 1975:208).  Parsons found that this type was more commonly found in the 
Teotihuacan Valley and Tenochtitlan than other parts of the Basin of Mexico. 
Two of the spindle-whorls have decoration other than simple incised lines.  One 
has a spiral design and the other a modified greca (See Figure 25).  Both of these designs 
were associated with the goddess Xochiquetzal, a patron deity of spinning and of women.  
Nichols et al. (2000) argue that these designs were tied to female identity, and that their 
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use on spindle-whorls tied together femininity, Xochiquetzal, and the important work of 
spinning. 
 
Figure 25: Spindle-whorls 
 
Stamps 
The Postclassic assemblage included four fired clay stamps that may have been 
used for printing designs on textiles (Toby Evans and Webster 2001:131).  They came in 
two forms.  Two of the stamps were flat panels with fairly complex designs on one side.  
The other two were cylindrical, with a simple spiral form on one end for stamping (See 
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figure 26).  The two flat stamps and one of the figurines (sherd 521, discussed below) 
were found in Structure 12M-3.  The two cylindrical stamps were found in Structures 
12M-1 and 13M-1, far enough from the Epiclassic and Postclassic deposits that they may 
not be from the same period. 
 
Figure 26: Stamps (Sherds 517, 518, 519, 520) 
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Censer 
The assemblage also included a set of sherds from a censer.  This form was a kind 
of lid placed over a plate of burning incense.  It is in the form of a cone with short legs 
coming out from beneath it, leaving an opening below the edge of the cone.  The paste is 
black, and the surfaces are not burnished or slipped.  The interior surface and the feet are 
covered with incised crosshatched lines (See Figure 27).  These censers have been found 
in various areas of Tlaxcala (López Corral, personal communication, June 2012). 
 
Figure 27: Censer (Sherd 510) 
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Figurines 
The assemblage also included two fragments of figurines.  Both are from figures 
of humans.  One is part of the face, including nose and right cheek, of a figure, and was 
found in Structure 12M-3, very close to Feature 185.  The other is part of a headdress 
from a human figure, and was found in Feature 185 itself with the majority of the 
ceramics in this assemblage (See Figure 28).  
 
Figure 28: Figurines (Sherds 521, 522) 
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Chapter 6: Conclusions 
 
La Laguna in the Postclassic International World System 
This thesis has explored the pottery of one very small settlement at the margins of 
Postclassic central Mexican society.  La Laguna had been a social and economic center in 
the Formative period, but by the Epiclassic and Postclassic periods, it would have been 
inhabited by a much smaller population, perhaps only a few families.  It was located at 
the edge of the area of the Tecoac altepetl, at the edge of the Tlaxco cultural sphere.  La 
Laguna was thus at the edge of the edge of the edge of Postclassic society, socially 
speaking. 
Yet their pottery shows that the rural inhabitants of La Laguna were engaged with 
the economic and religious trends of the Postclassic International World System.  Their 
pottery wares show connections with the Tlaxco culture in the Epiclassic period and with 
the Texcalac and Tlaxcala phase inhabitants of southern Tlaxcala in the Postclassic 
period.  Individual objects such as the Calpulalpan-style octecomatl likely indicate 
economic exchange with various parts of Tlaxcala.  Much of the iconography of the 
polychrome serving vessels found at La Laguna is from the Postclassic International 
Symbol Set, showing that La Laguna was engaged in the symbolic and religious trends 
that affected all of Mesoamerica at the time. 
The idea of the Postclassic International World System is based on World 
Systems Theory, a body of theory borrowed from geography, that focuses on 
“intersocietal networks” tied together by economic, social, and religious interactions 
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(Smith and Berdan 2003:8).  Core-periphery models are often central to world-systems 
analyses (Hall and Chase-Dunn 1996; Kepecs and Kohl 2003:16).  In order to truly 
understand how these world-systems work, it is important to understand the experiences 
of those on the periphery, such as the inhabitants of La Laguna.   
Although there was not a single clearly defined core area in the region in c. 1200 
CE, La Laguna was certainly peripheral.  Yet its inhabitants had access to the ideas being 
shared in the Postclassic information network discussed by Smith and Berdan (2003).  
The information exchange reached all the way to the peripheries of society. 
 
Steps for Further Research and Typology Development 
In the process of writing this thesis, I have been frustrated by the lack of a single 
typology for Postclassic Tlaxcalan ceramics that includes both decorated and undecorated 
wares.  Castillo Tejero’s (2007) was very useful in the analysis of the Texcalac, Tlaxcala, 
and Tlaxco complexes.  Her work does not, however, touch on utilitarian vessels like 
comales, which comprised more than half of my assemblage.  In order to classify 
comales, I had to go farther afield, using the Cholula-based ware Momoxpan and the 
Chalco-based typology for Aztec comales.  A study of a larger assemblage of sherds from 
various parts of Tlaxcala, which could form a more coherent and integrated regional 
typology, would be very useful to continuing research in the region.  If such a project 
included petrographic research into ceramic sourcing and distributions of wares from 
various areas of Tlaxcala, it would be all the stronger.   
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